
Coastal Hazards
affecting our coastline

Seven hazards 
have been identified as influencing the 
NSW coastline and the processes within them.

If not properly managed, such hazards can reduce amenity, place 
coastal developments and public infrastructure at risk and lead to 
major financial loss. Potential problems for development along our 
coastline can be avoided if coastal hazards are recognised at an 
appropriate point in the decision making process.

An understanding of coastline hazards and their effects on 
developments, recreational areas, coastal ecosystems and amenity 
is essential if the coastline is to be better managed. The solution lies 
first in the recognition of hazards and their impacts, and second, in 
the adoption of practical, yet effective management responses.
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1
Erosion is part of the natural response of a beach to changing 
wave and water level conditions. Generally the eroded sand is 
returned to the shore and the beach is rebuilt during calmer 
periods. However, the large waves, elevated water levels and 
strong winds generated by a storm can cause severe erosion to 
sandy beaches.

Storm wave attack can move significant quantities of sand 
offshore with waves undercutting the beach berm and frontal 
dune to form a pronounced erosion escarpment. The foredune 
may be cut back by tens of metres in a few hours during single 
major storm event, and will then take months or years to return 
to the dune.

Beach erosion

Shoreline recession refers to the progressive landward shift of 
the average long-term position of the coastline. Recession is 
different to beach erosion, although they both may be caused 
by similar processes. Shoreline recession is typically a slow 
process that is the result of an imbalance in the sediment 
supply to/from a beach, or changes in environmental drivers 
such as increases in sea level or changes in wave climate.

3
Both natural and trained coastal entrances present a variety of 
potential hazards in coastal vulnerability areas. Natural coastal 
entrances are highly dynamic with their configuration constantly 
changing in response to processes such as along shore 
sediment transport, tidal flows, storms, stormwater discharges 
and catchment flooding. 

The entrances of intermittently closed or open lakes and 
lagoons (ICOLLS) change rapidly when opened during 
floods, and have been seen to wander along beaches by 
tens or hundreds of metres, presenting a hazard to adjacent 
developments and beach amenity. 

Training of coastal entrances also creates a range of hazards 
associated with changes to estuary tidal dynamics and 
potential increases in tidal and flood flow speeds. 

Coastal lake and watercourse entrance 
instability

2 Shoreline recession
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4&5
Coastal inundation is the flooding of low lying coastal lands 
by elevated ocean waters. These include wetland and other 
fringing areas of coastal lagoons, lakes and rivers, and the areas 
behind beach and dune systems. 

A range of marine and atmospheric drivers can lead to coastal 
inundation during storms including low atmospheric pressure, 
large waves and strong wind. 

Tidal inundation is the flooding of low lying land during average 
meteorological conditions such as king tides. Both coastal and 
tidal inundation can be exacerbated by fresh water flooding 
from coastal catchments. 

Severe coastal inundation is an infrequent event and normally 
lasts for only a short period of time (i.e. several hours). 
Nevertheless, it can cause significant damage to public and 
private property; buildings can be damaged, the contents of 
flooded buildings can be spoiled and saltwater can intrude into 
freshwater systems and groundwater aquifers. 

Both coastal and tidal inundation is expected to become more 
frequent and severe as sea levels rise, presenting one of the 
largest climate change challenges for our coastal communities.

Coastal inundation and 
tidal inundation

6
Geotechnical slope instability can be a hazard for two areas of 
our coastal zone; around our rocky headlands and bluffs, and 
also where erosion has left steep and high sand escarpments 
along the dunes of our beaches. 

While there are very few areas where cliff instability presents 
a hazard to properties in the Bega Valley, rock fall around our 
headlands and rock platforms as well as collapse of eroded 
sand dunes can present a hazard to people at many locations. 

Cliff and slope instabilities are rapid onset hazards meaning that 
they occur very quickly, and can occur even when the weather 
is fine. 

Coastal cliff and slope instability

7
Within our estuaries a range of both natural and human 
modified processes can lead to the erosion of foreshore areas, 
including the action of ocean and wind driven waves, boat 
wakes, stormwater and catchment flood flows, as well as other 
geomorphological and environmental processes such as 
changes to aquatic and fringing vegetation.

Often it is difficult in these complex environments to understand 
the exact cause of foreshore erosion, or to predict the extent 
to which the hazard might impact on development and the 
surrounding environment. 

Erosion of foreshores caused by the action 
of waves and catchment floodwaters
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